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Abstract
Crime in the United States has been and will continue to be a public problem (Saad,
2007). Thus, it is important to know how the public perceives different types of crime.
For the focus of this study, perceptions of crime seriousness will be analyzed based on
the race of the criminal and the type of crime committed (white-collar vs. non-violent
property crime) as the variables of interest. This exploratory research will be used to
discover the relationship between the factors of a specific crime and the public’s
perception of the seriousness of that crime in terms of seriousness and punishment.
Surveys will be administered to the student body and faculty of a private university in
West Texas. These surveys will present questions in the form of a case study in order to
identify how one’s perception of crime seriousness changes as the two independent
variables change. This is foundational research for directly analyzing the effects of race
and type of crime on a community’s perception of crime seriousness by using different
case studies to present the scenarios. Other studies have looked at these variables of
interest (Herzog, 2003; O’Connell & Whelan, 1996), but none have been completed here
in the United States. The goal of this study is to reveal any biases present within the
university’s community that could explain a difference in perceptions of crime
seriousness. It is likely that the public’s perception of crime seriousness influences the
perceived effectiveness of the criminal justice system here in the United States.

Keywords: perceptions of crime seriousness, punishment, race, property crime, whitecollar crime
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Introduction
“Headline bias” is a term used by University of Toronto professor Jeffrey S.
Rosenthal to explain why the public fear of crime does not coincide with actual crime
statistics. When something makes the news, the public believes it happens often.
Rosenthal believes that “the reason something makes the headlines is because it doesn’t
happen a lot” (Loriggio, 2008). This “headline bias” affects people’s perception of certain
types of crime regardless of how likely they are to be the victims. There is research
available about perceptions of crime seriousness based on the type of crime committed
(Green & Kugler, 2012). However, there is little to no research specific to Americans’
perceptions of crime seriousness based on the type of crime committed and the race of
the criminal. Thus, this study attempts to discover how an offender’s race shapes
perceptions of crime and whether those perceptions change with the type of crime
committed. The purpose of this exploratory research is to uncover racial bias in
perceptions of crimes in terms of seriousness and punishment. This is foundational
research for analyzing the relationship between a criminal’s race and type of crime
committed on people’s perceptions of how seriously to judge the crime. The results will
reveal any racial biases prevalent among the participants and will provide a basis for
further research on the perceived effectiveness of the punishment given by the criminal
justice system. The results of the current exploratory study could inform more
explanatory research about whether perceptions of different types of crime and criminals
correlate with the representation of criminals in the penal system.
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Literature Review
Fear of Crime vs. Crime Rates
Previous research indicates that crime is a salient and important issue in the
United States (Saad, 2007; Hurtwitz & Peffley, 2010). Yet, according to the Bureau of
Justice Statistics (2013), the number of street crimes are on the decline and have been for
twenty years. The Bureau’s victimization studies reveal that reported violent crime and
property crime victimization has decreased from 325 to 80 per 1,000 households and
351.8 to 131.4 victimizations per 1,000 households respectively. Similarly, the Federal
Bureau of Investigation’s uniform crime reports indicate that rates of violent crime
reports have decreased by 15.2% and property crime by 16.1% since 2000. Regardless of
these findings and many others reported by national government studies, Americans have
consistently rated the problem of crime in the United States as very serious during the
first decade of the twenty-first century (Jones, 2010). Furthermore, two-thirds of those
surveyed each year perceive crime as increasing and getting worse in the United States
(Jones, 2010). It is apparent that although violent and property crime rates have declined
over the last twenty years, Americans’ fear of crime has not changed accordingly (Beam,
2011). This fear of crime can affect communities by encouraging certain policy decisions
such as harsher punishments (Florida & Roman, 2015).
White-Collar Crime
While the studies mentioned above claim that violent and property crime rates
have decreased, Americans may be legitimate in fearing a crime of a different sort: whitecollar crime. According to a study by the National White Collar Crime Center (2010),
nearly 1 in 4 American households were victims of white-collar crime in 2010.
Historically, white-collar crime has been defined as criminal activity committed by one
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of high social or occupational status. Edwin Sutherland coined the term “white-collar
crime” in 1939 and contended that the elite criminal was much less likely to be punished
for the crime due to his or her social status (Sutherland, 1945; Brightman & Howard,
2009). The term has evolved over the last century to focus on the criminal act rather than
the person committing the crime (i.e. collaring the crime, not the criminal). For this
study, white-collar crime will be defined as any non-violent act committed in business
situations for financial gain, regardless of one’s social status. Examples of this type of
crime include embezzlement, bribery, income tax violations, false claims and statements,
forgery, counterfeiting, etc. The scope of the problem of white-collar crime is very
difficult to determine and quantify. According to the National White Collar Crime Center
(2010), there is a lack of statistical data on the subject from a lack of studies devoted to it
and a lack of reporting when it occurs. Furthermore, it is typically more challenging to
detect and trace than more traditional crimes.
The significance of rampant white-collar crime cannot be overstated: society
bears the cost of fraud, forgery, embezzlement, etc. by paying higher taxes, larger
insurance premiums, and greater costs of basic goods and services (Brightman &
Howard, 2009). Yet, it is still often said that those who commit white-collar crimes are
subject to less severe punishments than those who commit street offenses (Green &
Kugler, 2012; Rosenmerkel, 2001; Martinez, 2014). Shapiro (1990) and Martinez (2014)
argue that the reason for this is that wealthier offenders can take civil or administrative
action and can more easily avoid criminal prosecution. Whereas the affluent have access
to legal representation for defense, street criminals cannot retain the equivalent
representation, making them more vulnerable to the harshness of the legal system
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(Martinez, 2014). Furthermore, Shapiro (1990) describes white-collar crime as an “abuse
of trust” that is often difficult to detect, has subtle victimization, where blame is difficult
to assign, and where conclusive evidence is difficult to comprise. Even though monetary
losses from white-collar crime (close to $400 billion annually) continue to exceed losses
from street crime, the public and the criminal justice system tend to focus on and get
tough on street crime (Holfreter, Slyke, Bratton, & Gertz, 2008; Poortinga, Lemmen, &
Jibson, 2006). It has been suggested by Martinez (2014) that white-collar crime has been
romanticized by the current culture of TV shows and movies, displaying such a crime as
impressive and condonable. This is in stark contrast to the fearfulness and hostility
apparent toward street crimes.
Benson and Moore (1992) reject the notion that white-collar offenders are
involved in crime to the same degree as street criminals. Their results show that less than
half as many white-collar criminals as common criminals have a prior arrest. This is
consistent with the findings of Poortinga, Lemmen, and Jibson (2006): white-collar
defendants in this study had less previous contact with the criminal justice system.
Furthermore, the defendants tended to be white, be more educated, and more likely to be
employed. This could be because many white-collar crimes require more technical skills
to commit than street crimes. Additionally, physical crimes favor the young while fraud
is generally associated with older perpetrators. White-collar crime may be more attractive
to older, more educated lawbreakers.
If white-collar criminals and common street criminals do not have the same
characteristics, under what conditions will a typical law-abiding citizen commit a whitecollar crime? For white-collar crime, it appears that macro social, economic, and
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organizational processes affect both criminal opportunities and the conditions under
which people experience and take advantage of these opportunities (Benson & Moore,
1992; Shapiro, 1990). Some would contend that white-collar crimes are committed out of
opportunity and structural advantage rather than out of desperation which is the case with
many street crimes (Martinez, 2014). Does this make white-collar crime any more or less
serious than street crimes?
Mass Incarceration
As America has started to see a shift from violent and non-violent street crime to
white-collar crime statistically, it has maintained its “get tough on street crime” mentality
that has been manifested in the penal system. Soltis (2011) in revealed that almost 2.3
million people in the United States were in jail or prison or under parole. The United
States is a world leader with per capita incarceration rates six to ten times higher than in
Europe (Foster & Hagan, 2009). Over the last forty years, the population of those in
prisons and jails in America has grown by 700 percent. Mass incarceration appears to be
a problem in the United States, but statistically crime rates are on the decline.
Michelle Alexander, author of The New Jim Crow, reports the increase in
incarceration rates in the United States has been due to convictions for drug offenses, and
eighty percent of this increase is the result of arrests for marijuana possession, a drug less
harmful than tobacco or alcohol (60). Yet, the public and politicians saw these nonviolent
street crimes to be serious offenses and in need of mandatory sentencing laws. This has
been known as the War on Drugs. It is argued that this War on Drugs has
disproportionately affected minority populations (Alexander, 2010; Hurtwitz & Peffley,
2002; Boyd, 2001).
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Whites often minimize the role of historical institutions like slavery or Jim Crow
laws, as well as current discrimination or prejudices, in the relative inequalities between
blacks and whites. It is argued that race continues to influence perceptions of crime and
criminals in profound ways, but now it is more indirect and hidden (Drakulich & Siller,
2015; Alexander, 2010; Matsueda & Drakulich, 2009). Even outside of drug charges,
blacks are harshly policed, prosecuted, and sentenced (Alexander, 2010; Pettit &
Western, 2004; Matsueda & Drakulich, 2009). In fact, the United States imprisons a
larger percentage of its black population than South Africa did at the climax of apartheid
(Alexander, 2010). More specifically, almost one in three black males ages 20 to 29 are
currently under the reign of the criminal justice system in some form (Boyd, 2001).
Higher arrest and incarceration rates for blacks allowed the media to contribute to
the stereotype of blacks as a “violent underclass” (Hurtwitz & Peffley, 1997; Hurtwitz &
Peffley, 2002; Alexander, 2010; Drakulich & Siller, 2015). Previous studies reveal that
black targets are often perceived as more violent, hostile, and aggressive than white
targets (Hurtwitz & Peffley, 1997; Drakulich & Siller, 2015; Hsu, 1974). Consequently,
whites evaluate blacks more severely than other whites. Hurtwitz and Peffley (2002)
revealed that whites’ support for harsh crime policies contains a strong racial component
where blacks are seen as violent. The results of a study by Drakulich and Siller (2015)
suggest that both participant groups (one with whites and the other with blacks) were
more likely to believe that blacks are involved in drugs and gangs than are whites.
However, the difference is significantly greater for white respondents than it is for black
respondents. It is unclear how the results would change if the scenario involved a whitecollar crime.
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Crime Seriousness & Punishment
Some studies have tried to analyze perceptions of crime seriousness by rating
offenses using a Likert scale. Which crimes are perceived to be more serious than others?
In order to examine the research focused on this question, crime seriousness needs to be
discussed. In 1989, Warr defined crime seriousness in terms of harmfulness and
wrongfulness. Harmfulness is the overall consequence of the offense, whereas
wrongfulness is the normative evaluation of the offense (Rosenmerkel, 2001). In one
study by Rosenmerkel (2001), results show that respondents rely more heavily on the
concept of harmfulness when deciding the level of seriousness of a white-collar offense
and rely more on wrongfulness when judging more common street offenses. The
contention is that individuals will rate white-collar crimes as less serious than more
common street crimes because white-collar crimes do not have a direct, palpable effect
on individuals (Rosenmerkel, 2001). However, this might not be the case as this study
will treat wrongfulness as more important than harmfulness. It has also been suggested
that seriousness may be perceived by a respondent as having the same meaning as
deserving of punishment (O’Connell & Whelan, 1996).
Some studies in the literature reveal inconsistencies between the perceived
seriousness of a crime and the likely punishment received. Schoepfer, Carmichael, and
Piquero (2007) found that public perceptions of crime seriousness suggest that street
criminals are more likely to be caught and sentenced more harshly than white-collar
criminals. However, the responses from their study also indicate that both robbery and
fraud are perceived as equal in severity. Similarly, Burton, Karlinsky, and Blanthorne
(2005) found an exception to their conclusion that punishment fits the crime. The results
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of the study show tax evasion, which carries a potential sentence of five years, is
perceived as the same seriousness of minimum wage violations, which carries a
maximum sentence of six months.
Another uncertainty is whether demographic factors of respondents influence
perceived crime seriousness. They were relevant to study by Schoepfer, Carmichael, and
Piquero (2007) where perceptions of severity of robbery and fraud were explored. More
conservative respondents, as well as more educated respondents, believed that both types
of crimes deserved similar severe punishment through the criminal justice system. For
those respondents, one crime was not perceived to be more serious than the other in
regards to punishment. On the other hand, in a study by Burton, Karlinsky, and
Blanthorne (2005), most demographic factors, such as age, gender, education or income
level, political affiliations, did not seem to be related to perceptions of tax evasion.
Variables of Interest
Only a few studies attempt to relate race/ethnicity of a white-collar or common
offender with perceptions of crime seriousness. The results are inconclusive. In one
Israeli study by Hsu (1974), no significant differences in public perceptions of
seriousness were found between the offender's ethnicity and the crime scenario.
Similarly, Herzog (2003) found in a later Israeli study that the offender’s ethnicity had
only a minor effect on perceptions of less serious crimes. However, both Hsu (1974) and
Herzog (2003) discovered that the ethnicity of the criminal became relevant in interethnic
offenses. They both concluded stereotypes against Arabs or Jews are not automatically
triggered. Rather, in evaluating the crime seriousness the scenarios where the
respondent’s own ethnic group was being harmed is when race became a factor. On the
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other hand, another foreign study in England suggests that there is a racial bias based on
different accents, which contributes to the public’s attribution of guilt given to different
crimes (Dixon, Mahoney, & Cocks, 2002).
As far as punishment is concerned, in one study, white embezzlers received
significantly longer jail sentences than did black embezzlers, while black burglars
received longer jail sentences than did white burglars (Poortinga et al., 2006). Similarly,
another study reveals that white offenders appeared to receive harsher punishments for
embezzling than blacks, while blacks were more likely than whites to receive a harsh
punishment for burglary. Thus, when a defendant's characteristics were “typical” for a
specific crime type, jurors are harsher in sentencing them (Schoepfer et. al., 2007).
There appears to be a gap in the literature, which is where the study at hand
becomes relevant. While there have been many studies comparing different criminal
offenses with people’s perception of their respective seriousness, this study focuses on
one community’s perceptions based on the race of the criminal in both a white-collar
crime and a property crime. For the study at hand, embezzlement and burglary will be the
specific crimes used to analyze participants’ perceptions of crime in terms of seriousness
and punishment for each category of crime. As mentioned previously, crime seriousness
can be determined by one’s perception of harmfulness. For this particular study, violence
will be taken out of the situation in order to focus on wrongfulness of a crime. However,
crime seriousness will be left ambiguous on purpose.
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Methodology
Participants
Convenience sampling was used for this study because of access and
convenience. At Abilene Christian University (“ACU”), there are students and
faculty/staff of all backgrounds who were willing to take this survey. The survey was
emailed to potential participants based on a list of email addresses from various sources
around campus. The only requirement to take the survey was being a student or faculty
member of Abilene Christian University. Because of the overwhelming number of
surveys a typical student or faculty member receives in their acu.edu email address inbox
every day, a low rate of participation of twenty percent was expected, which would yield
one hundred completed surveys out of the five hundred people who were asked to
participate. The participants were invited to partake in this research because of their
affiliation with Abilene Christian University and their ability to contribute knowledge for
this particular study and topic of interest. Because compliance could not be assumed,
samples depended on the willingness of each potential participant to complete the survey.
Subjects were informed in advance that there would be no compensation for participating
in the research. A limitation of this study in choosing the participants was the lack of
access to those in the ACU community who could have been a participant in this study.
Due to the limitations in the selection of participants, there will not be a generalizable
sample to describe every other community’s perceptions of crime seriousness. The tables
in the following two pages describe the demographics of the participants who completed
the survey. The overwhelming majority of white and Christian respondents of the sample
size is indeed representative of the ACU community.
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Demographic Characteristic
Gender (N=163)
Male
Female
Age (N=162)
18 – 22
23 – 29
30 – 39
40 – 49
50 – 59
60 – 69
70 or older
Role at ACU (N=161)
Student
Faculty
Staff
Other
Student Classification (N=121)
Freshman
Sophomore
Junior
Senior
Fifth-year student
Graduate student
Race/Ethnicity (N=162)
Non-Hispanic White
Black/African American
Asian
Hispanic/Latino
Some other race
Relationship Status (N=163)
Single, never married
Married
Remarried after divorce
Divorced

Percentage
37.4%
62.6%
69.8%
4.3%
6.2%
9.3%
6.8%
2.5%
1.2%
75.2%
14.9%
8.7%
1.2%
8.3%
19.8%
41.3%
21.5%
.8%
8.3%
86.4%
3.7%
3.7%
4.9%
1.2%
73.0%
22.7%
3.1%
1.2%

Demographic Characteristic
Household Income (N=159)
$0 to $9,999
$10,000 to $24,999
$25,000 to $49,999
$50,000 to $74,999
$75,000 to $99,999
$100,000 to $149,999
$150,000 or more
Religious Family (N=162)
Assemblies of God
Baptist
Bible
Catholic/Roman Catholic
Christian & Ministry Alliance
Church of Christ
Church of the Nazarene
Disciples of Christ
Episcopal/Anglican
Lutheran
Methodist
Pentecostal Presbyterian
Non-denominational Christian
No religion
Other
Spirituality (N=163)
1 - Not spiritual
2
3
4 - Moderately spiritual
5
6
7 – Very spiritual
Political Ideology (N=162)
Strong liberal
Liberal
Weak liberal
Neither liberal nor conservative
Weak conservative
Conservative
Strong conservative

15
Percentage
6.9%
5.0%
7.5%
17.0%
15.7%
20.8%
27.0%
1.2%
11.1%
2.5%
1.9%
.6%
48.8%
.6%
1.2%
1.2%
1.2%
1.9%
2.5%
22.8%
.6%
1.0%
1.0%
.6%
2.5%
16.0%
28.2%
32.5%
19.0%
4.9%
14.2%
11.7%
16.7%
18.5%
26.5%
7.4%
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Demographic Characteristic
Major (N=113)
Accounting
Advertising/Public Relations
Agribusiness
Animal Science: Livestock Management
Art: Concentration in Graphic Design
Art: Concentration in Painting
Biochemistry
Biology
Communication
Communication Disorders
Criminal Justice
Education
Elementary Education
English
Family Studies
Finance
History
Information Systems
Journalism
Kinesiology
Management
Marketing
Mathematics: Actuarial Science
Ministry (Christian)
Missions
Music: Vocal Performance
Nursing
Nutrition
Political Science
Psychology
Social Studies for Teachers
Social Work
Sociology
Spanish
Department (N=24)
Accounting and Finance
Bible, Missions and Ministry
Chemistry and Biochemistry
Graduate School
Language and Literature
Kinesiology and Nutrition
Management Sciences
Psychology
School of Information Technology and Computing
School of Social Work

16
Percentage
16.8%
.9%
.9%
1.8%
.9%
.9%
1.8%
8.8%
.9%
2.7%
.9%
2.7%
.9%
2.7%
.9%
2.7%
.9%
.9%
.9%
5.3%
12.4%
8.0%
.9%
.9%
.9%
.9%
1.8%
.9%
1.8%
4.4%
3.5%
6.2%
1.8%
.9%
8.3%
4.2%
4.2%
4.2%
12.5%
12.5%
37.5%
4.2%
8.3%
4.2%

PERCEPTIONS OF CRIME SERIOUSNESS

17

Instrumentation
As seen in the literature review, there are many factors that affect one’s
perception of crime seriousness. However, for the purposes of this study, one’s
perceptions of crimes (through seriousness and punishment awarded) will depend on two
independent variables: the race of the criminal and the type of crime committed. In this
study, one’s perception of a crime will be left ambiguous and up to the participant to
conceptualize its meaning. The difference in ratings will be compared amongst
participant to determine if race and type of crime affect one’s perception of a crime
scenario.
In this inductive research project, the perceptions of students and faculty/staff at
Abilene Christian University will be explored through responses to survey questions.
There is a list of the survey questions in Appendix B. The survey included questions
about demographics, general questions about crime seriousness, and questions regarding
two crime scenarios. As mentioned in the literature review, it is unclear whether
demographic factors of participants influence perceptions of crime. Many demographic
questions were asked, but the ones most relevant to the study at hand will be political
ideology, age, gender, and spirituality based on the findings of specific previous research
or the context of the current study. Jacobs and Carmichael (2001) revealed that a
conservative political ideology under the Republican party warrants higher imprisonment
rates, and thus a demand for harsher punishment. Age and gender were included based on
the findings of a study by O’Connell and Whelan (1996). Females and middle-aged
people perceived the crimes in the study as more serious than males and young people
respectively. Spirituality was of interest because of the particular population of this study.
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Although the population of interest is a Christian community, the differing degrees of
spirituality may influence crime seriousness and/or punishment. The general questions
about crimes provided statements that the participant could respond to using strongly
disagree to strongly agree.
Below are the four possible crime scenarios; each respondent would receive one
of the first two involving burglary and one of the last two involving embezzlement.
On Friday, March 4th, 2016, at approximately 3:30 a.m. police officers gathered at the
scene of a burglary. At a national electronic store, they found a broken window and a
brick. After close examination, investigators found some blood on a broken shard of
glass. This eventually led them to the intruder. The store location’s owner verified that
there was some inventory that was missing: a laptop, tablet, and camera. These three
electronics plus the damages from the broken window were estimated to be worth $3,500.
Later that day, the intruder was tracked down and arrested. Mark Thompson, a 32-yearold white male, is now in custody facing criminal charges.
On Friday, March 4th, 2016, at approximately 3:30 a.m. police officers gathered at the
scene of a burglary. At a national electronic store, they found a broken window and a
brick. After close examination, investigators found some blood on a broken shard of
glass. This eventually led them to the intruder. The store location’s owner verified that
there was some inventory that was missing: a laptop, tablet, and camera. These three
electronics plus the damages from the broken window were estimated to be worth $3,500.
Later that day, the intruder was tracked down and arrested. Tyrell Jones, a 32-year-old
black male, is now in custody facing criminal charges.
On December 31st, 2015, an employee from a national electronic store was arrested for
embezzlement. Mark Thompson, a 32-year-old white male, has been a manager of this
location for two years. An external auditor discovered that Mark had been processing
illegitimate refunds. Because he had authority as the on-site manager, he had the access
and ability to process fake returns and pocket the cash. This embezzling had been going
on for six months before he was caught. The total amount of money stolen was $3,500.
Mark is now in custody facing charges.
On December 31st, 2015, an employee from a national electronic store was arrested for
embezzlement. Tyrell Jones, a 32-year-old black male, has been a manager of this
location for two years. An external auditor discovered that Tyrell had been processing
illegitimate refunds. Because he had authority as the on-site manager, he had the access
and ability to process fake returns and pocket the cash. This embezzling had been going
on for six months before he was caught. The total amount of money stolen was $3,500.
Tyrell is now in custody facing charges.

The two crime scenarios involved a property crime and an embezzlement crime.
These two types of crime were chosen because legally, in Texas, the punishment for both
are very similar, so they are comparable. As stated earlier, the focus of this study is on
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wrongfulness rather than harmfulness, so the crimes do not involve violence. The crimes
were to be as neutral as possible so that only the participant’s perception of that type of
crime and the criminal could deem one more serious than the other. Therefore, one of the
controls was that everyone judged the same two types of crimes.
The criminals in both scenarios are male, but their race differs (either white or
black). The amount of $3,500 was chosen because it was a substantial amount without
being exorbitant, and it places the two crimes in the same category for punishment, which
will be further explained below. Furthermore, an age of 32 years old was chosen because
it is still a young age without being juvenile. Lastly, although the race of the male is
directly stated in the scenario, more traditional names for white and black males were
used to further associate the male with a particular race. Using A/B Testing available
through SurveyMonkey, the participants all saw two scenarios, but the race of the
criminal varied. By providing a realistic example of crime scenarios with facts and a
story behind them, the participants could respond immediately as they perceived the
situation. The randomization of the criminal in both scenarios allowed for race to be
another independent variable. The controls for this variable included the participants who
received the white criminal in both scenarios as well as those who received the black
criminal in both scenarios.
Two questions followed each scenario: one about seriousness and one about
punishment. For seriousness, a ten-point Likert scale was given for respondents to
interpret and rate accordingly. For punishment, current Texas law was used as a reference
for creating the answer choice options (Texas Criminal Defense Lawyers, 2016). The
possible punishments for burglary and embezzlement in Texas are very similar. A
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burglary of a building other than a habitation is classified as a state jail felony with
possible punishments of a fine up to $10,000 and up to two years in a state jail. Likewise,
embezzlement of any amount between $1,500 and $20,000 is also considered a state jail
felony, which could result in a fine up to $10,000 and up to two years in a state jail.
Ethics
An informed consent form approved by the Institutional Review Board of Abilene
Christian University indicated that participation was completely voluntary and was
provided to each participant before beginning the survey (see Appendix A). The survey
questions were either informational or opinion-based. There were minimal risks to taking
this survey, such as discomfort about sharing opinions about the issue at hand.
Furthermore, there was a risk if one chose to share his or her conviction status, in that it
may interfere with a prospective job or internship opportunities. If subjects chose not to
fully complete the survey, they could exit out of the site, and only their completed
responses would be considered in the research.
Modeling
To test the hypothesis of this study, analysis of the data included descriptive
findings, or frequencies, for the variables at hand. Bivariate tests, t-tests, were used to test
the effect of the independent variable of race on perception of seriousness and
punishment in both types of crimes. Furthermore, a one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) described the variation among the different groups of the study based on
which scenarios they were given. Pearson’s R correlation tests were run in order to
measure the strength of the relationships between demographic factors and general
statements about white-collar and property crime. Lastly, ordinary linear regression was
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used to specifically analyze the effect of demographic factors.
Results
Descriptive Findings
Table 1 shows the frequency percentages of the responses to the general questions
about the types of crimes. The descriptive findings indicate that the majority of
participants (71.9 percent) believe that white-collar crime is seen as more acceptable to
society than property crime. Furthermore, 54.4 percent of participants disagree or
strongly disagree with the statement that property crime deserves harsher punishment.
The results are similar when applied to embezzlement and burglary specifically. The
statement that warranted the most neutral (33.9 percent) response was “White-collar
crime is more serious than property crime.” On the other hand, 48.8 percent of
respondents disagreed that burglary is a more serious crime than embezzlement.
Table 1: Frequencies and Univariate Statistics for General Statements about Perceptions of Crime
Strong
Disagree
Neutral
Agree
Strongly
Standard
disagree
agree
deviation
White-collar crime is more
3.5%
33.9%
33.9%
23.4%
5.3%
.96
serious than property crime.
(N=171)
Property crime deserves
6.4%
48.0%
30.4%
14.0%
1.2%
.85
harsher punishment than whitecollar crime. (N=171)
White-collar crime is seen as
2.3%
14.0%
11.7%
59.6%
12.3%
.95
more acceptable to society than
property crime. (N=171)
Embezzling from an employer
71.3%
26.8%
.6%
1.2%
0.0%
.55
is really not that big of a deal.
(N=164)
Burglary is a more serious
13.4%
48.8%
25.6%
11.0%
1.2%
.89
crime than embezzlement.
(N=164)
Embezzlement is more
6.1%
13.4%
13.4%
61.0%
6.1%
1.01
acceptable to society than
burglary. (N=164)
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Bivariate Findings
In order to assess the relationship between one independent variable of race and
the other variable of seriousness (as judged by seriousness and punishment), a one-tailed
t-test was used as the test of significance. Tables 2 through 5 reveal the results of these
multiple t-tests. None of the findings were statistically significant. Nonetheless, the
analysis revealed that overall, respondents rated the crimes that had black criminals as
more serious and the white criminals as deserving of more punishment. The support for
this can be found in Table 2 and Table 4, where both crimes with black criminals were
rated slightly more serious than the crimes with white criminals and in Table 3 and Table
5, where both crimes with white criminals were deemed to deserve a slightly harsher
punishment than the crimes with black criminals. The tables are presented on the
following page.
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Table 2: Bivariate Statistics Using One-Tailed T-test for
Seriousness of Burglary
On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being not serious at all and 10
being very serious), how serious is this crime (burglary)?
Race of Criminal

N

Mean

White

71

6.21

Black

94

6.30

t
-0.32

Table 3: Bivariate Statistics Using One-Tailed T-test for
Punishment of Burglary
An appropriate punishment for this crime (burglary) would
be...?
Race of Criminal

N

Mean

White

72

2.54

Black

96

2.44

t
.73

Table 4: Bivariate Statistics Using One-Tailed T-test for
Seriousness of Embezzlement
On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being not serious at all and 10
being very serious), how serious is this crime
(embezzlement)?
Race of Criminal

N

Mean

White

85

6.66

Black

77

6.75

t
-0.37

Table 5: Bivariate Statistics Using One-Tailed T-test for
Punishment of Embezzlement
An appropriate punishment for this crime (embezzlement)
would be...?
Race of Criminal

N

Mean

White

88

2.76

Black

78

2.60

t
1.09

Taking this analysis one step further, one-way analysis of variance with Post Hoc
“Scheffe” was used to compare how respondents rated the seriousness and punishment
questions based on which criminals were in the two scenarios they received. See Tables 6
through 9 on the next page. Once again, when testing how the race of the criminal
affected how respondents judged the seriousness and punishment of two different crimes,
none of the findings were statistically significant. Furthermore, there does not appear to
be a pattern or consistency in how they were rated.
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Table 6: Bivariate Statistics Using One-way ANOVA for
Seriousness of Burglary
On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being not serious at all and 10 being
very serious), how serious is this crime (burglary)?
Race of Perpetrator
(Burglary/Embezzlement)

N

Mean

White/White

38

5.84

White/Black

33

6.64

Black/Black

43

6.49

Black/White

50

6.14

F

1.57

Table 7: Bivariate Statistics Using One-way ANOVA for
Punishment of Burglary
An appropriate punishment for this crime (burglary) would
be...?
Race of Perpetrator
(Burglary/Embezzlement)
N
Mean
F
White/White
38
2.50
White/Black
34
2.59
0.38
Black/Black
45
2.47
Black/White

50

2.42

Table 8: Bivariate Statistics Using One-way ANOVA for
Seriousness of Embezzlement
On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being not serious at all and 10 being
very serious), how serious is this crime (embezzlement)?
Race of Perpetrator
(Burglary/Embezzlement)
White/White
White/Black
Black/Black
Black/White

N
37
33
44
48

Mean
6.49
6.67
6.84
6.79

F

0.87

Table 9: Bivariate Statistics Using One-way ANOVA for
Punishment of Embezzlement
An appropriate punishment for this crime (embezzlement)
would be...?
Race of Perpetrator
(Burglary/Embezzlement)
White/White
White/Black
Black/Black
Black/White

N
38
33
45
50

Mean
2.84
2.52
2.67
2.70

F

0.54
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To further understand the bivariate relationships, Pearson’s R correlations were
run to see how the most relevant demographic factors may affect general perceptions of
seriousness and punishment. The results are displayed in Table 10 below. The Pearson’s
R for “Property crime deserves harsher punishment than white-collar crime” had the
strongest positive correlation with political ideology. Additionally, the Pearson’s R for
“White-collar crime is seen as more acceptable to society than property crime” had the
strongest negative correlation with political ideology.

Table 10: Correlation Matrix for Demographic Factors and General Perceptions of Crime Seriousness
9
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

1
-0.06
0.251**
-0.042
-0.104
.243**
-0.065
-0.04
0.007
-0.022
* p < .05

1
0.078
.236**
.508**
0.073
.177*
-0.07
-0.03
-0.062
** p < .01

1
-0.046
0.041
.573**
-0.204**
0.074
-0.088
-0.099

1
.340**
0.058
-0.05
-0.144
-0.021
-0.144

1
.181*
0.076
-0.133
-0.083
-0.133

1
-0.164*
0.071
-0.078
-0.048

1
-0.253**
0.133
0.330**

1
-0.280**
-0.094

1 = White-collar crime is more serious than property crime.
2 = Property crime deserves harsher punishment than white-collar crime.
3 = White-collar crime is seen as more acceptable to society than property
crime.
4 = Embezzling from an employer is really not that big of a deal.
5 = Burglary is a more serious crime than embezzlement.
6 = Embezzlement is more acceptable to society than burglary.
7 = Political ideology
8 = Gender
9 = Age
10 = Spirituality

1
0.209**
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Pearson’s R correlations were also run to understand how the same demographic
factors affected the perceptions of crime seriousness as it relates to the specific scenarios
in the survey. See Table 11 below for the results. There were several statistically
significant findings. Each of the four questions were positively correlated with one
another. Additionally, political ideology was positively correlated with all four questions,
with three of the correlations being statistically significant. Another noteworthy finding
was that age is positively correlated with seriousness and punishment of both crimes,
with the correlation of age and seriousness of burglary being statistically significant. The
correlation between gender and the four questions as well as the correlation between
spirituality and the four questions were not as noteworthy.
Table 11: Correlation Matrix for Demographic Factors and Scenario Specific
Perceptions of Crime Seriousness
Question 1
Question 2
Question 3
Question 4
Question 1
1
Question 2
0.349**
1
Question 3
0.750**
0.157*
1
Question 4
0.266**
0.648**
0.357**
1
Political Ideology
0.227**
0.323**
0.140
0.285**
Gender
-0.147
-0.171*
-0.051
-0.056
Age
0.309**
0.128
0.192*
0.022
Spirituality
0.146
0.045
0.037
-0.076
* p < .05 ** p < .01
Question 1 = On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being not serious at all and 10 being very serious),
how serious is this crime (burglary)?
Question 2 = An appropriate punishment for this crime (burglary) would be...?
Question 3 = On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being not serious at all and 10 being very serious),
how serious is this crime (embezzlement)?
Question 4 = An appropriate punishment for this crime (embezzlement) would be...?
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Multivariate Findings
Using ordinary linear regression to test the effect of various factors on the
responses to the punishment scenario questions, some statistically significant questions
were revealed and are indicated in Table 12 below. As the table reveals, there were one or
two factors for both questions that were statistically significant at some level. Political
ideology had a significance of p < .001 in both questions. Spirituality was only somewhat
significant for punishment of embezzlement. Gender and age of the respondent and race
of the criminal were not statistically significant in either question.

Table 12: Ordinary Linear Regression of Unstandardized
Coefficients of Effect of Demographic Factors on Seriousness and
Punishment
Question 2
Question 4
B
Std. Error
B
Std. Error
Political Ideology 0.181*** 0.045
0.199*** 0.046
Gender
-0.155
0.153
0.028
0.159
Age
0.055
0.048
0.017
0.049
Spirituality
-0.066
0.062
-0.152*
0.064
Race of Criminal -0.166
0.141
-0.087
0.146
* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
Question 2 = An appropriate punishment for this crime (burglary) would be...?
Question 4 = An appropriate punishment for this crime (embezzlement) would be...?
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Discussion
There have been numerous studies comparing different criminal offenses with
people’s perception of their respective seriousness. However, there has been relatively
little research done to investigate the effect of the race of the criminal on a population’s
perceptions of both a property crime and white-collar crime in terms of seriousness and
punishment. This study attempted to analyze multiple variables in order to uncover any
racial biases present among the population of interest as well as to better understand how
two similar crimes are perceived. Based on the previous literature, the initial hypothesis
of this study was that the respondents would perceive burglary as more serious and thus
deserving of more punishment than embezzlement. Furthermore, it was predicted that the
respondents who received the black burglar and the white embezzler would judge
seriousness and punishment more harshly than the other combinations of race and type of
crime. Based on the analysis presented in the tables above, the hypothesis does not hold
true.
The general questions about crime did not include race as a factor. It is apparent
from the frequencies and correlation regarding overall impressions of crime (Tables 1 and
10) that white-collar crime is seen as more acceptable to society even if they personally
do not think it is more serious than property crime; they believe that society perceives it
this way. Similarly, the analysis revealed that burglary is not perceived as more serious
than embezzlement, and embezzlement is seen as more acceptable to society. In regards
to the effect of demographic factors of the respondents on perceptions, political ideology
is the most relevant and can explain the slight variance in perceptions among the
population. It is positively correlated with property crime deserving harsher punishment

PERCEPTIONS OF CRIME SERIOUSNESS

29

than embezzlement, and it is negatively correlated with white-collar crime being seen as
more acceptable to society. This seems to make sense if the assumption is that the more
conservative someone is, the more he or she seeks punishment for “street” crimes. A
conservative is likely to have a “get tough on crime” attitude and could neglect to see the
wide-spread effect of a white-collar crime.
The addition of race as a variable was predicted to have some effect on how
respondents rated each scenario. Based on the one-tailed t-test, respondents rated the
crimes that had black criminals as more serious and the white criminals as deserving of
more punishment. This finding is unlike anything from the literature. There is no
explanation as to why respondents rated crimes with black criminals as more serious than
the same two crimes with white criminals. Similarly, there is no explanation as to why
respondents rated white criminals as deserving of more punishment.
Those who received the same criminal for both scenarios were the control groups.
It was predicted that there would be a difference in perceptions for those who received
one black criminal for a scenario and one white criminal for the other scenario. Based on
the Pearson’s R correlations for the specific scenarios, each of the four questions were
positively correlated with one another. This shows internal consistency among the
sample, which means the respondents were more reliable in how they answered and rated
the survey questions. However, when testing how the race of the criminal affected how
respondents judged the seriousness and punishment of two different crimes by using oneway ANOVA, there was no statistical significance. This indicates that racial biases were
not prevalent enough to matter in responding to questions about the crimes. Because the
race of the criminal did not appear to influence the respondent’s judgment of the crimes,
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it appears that the sample size was not overtly racist.
Race was not influential in how a respondent rated the seriousness and
punishment for the scenarios, but certain demographic factors did have an effect. Based
on the results of the ordinary linear regression, gender and age were not statistically
significant in any question. This was contrary to the literature that predicted that females
and middle-aged adults would perceive crimes as deserving of harsher punishment
(O’Connell & Whelan, 1996). However, this study removed the threat of violence, so that
could explain why females did not feel as threatened.
Political ideology and spirituality were statistically significant demographic
factors. More conservative respondents gave harsher punishments for both burglary and
embezzlement. This relationship confirms the findings from the general statements about
burglary and embezzlement. Similarly, less spiritual respondents gave harsher
punishments for embezzlement only. It is unclear why spirituality was not statistically
significant for punishment of burglary. Overall, the results of the ordinary linear
regression indicate that one demographic factor of the respondent, political ideology,
appears to be most directly correlated with punishment of both crimes.
There were several limitations to this study. Because of the uniqueness of the
population of interest in this study, it is important to note that the results of this study are
not generalizable to any other population. The population of interest was the ACU
community – students, faculty, and staff. Convenience sampling was used to obtain the
participants. A limitation for doing so is that convenience sampling is not the same as
random sampling. There are inherent problems with only surveying those who are willing
to take the survey. A large enough sample size was attained, but an overwhelming number
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of students took the survey compared to faculty and staff. This means the sample is very
skewed on age. Moreover, more business majors and faculty took the survey than anyone
else because that is where the researcher had the most access. The researcher is a business
student and has more connections with professors and students in those departments. The
prominence of business majors could explain the higher percentage of white and
conservative participants.
There were also problems related to the methodology of how the research was
conducted. Because of a mistake made when creating the survey using SurveyMonkey, it
appears as those who answered “staff” were not redirected to the question about which
department he or she works for. This was an unforeseen error in the survey because it was
designed differently than how it was implemented. Additionally, A/B testing was
incorporated into the survey to randomize the different scenarios. The idea was that every
fourth person would receive the same set of criminals for the scenarios. Thus, each of the
four scenarios described above were given a 25% distribution. Unfortunately, the
randomization was not completely accurate, which meant that out of the 160 complete
participants, there was not exactly 40 respondents for each grouping of scenarios.
Looking back, it would have made more sense to have done a 50% distribution between
the two options for burglary and then a 50% distribution between the two options for
embezzlement. More research should have been conducted about this feature in
SurveyMonkey, and it should have been tested with a few people before the survey was
sent out in mass.
Another issue with the survey data was the exclusion process. 200 people took my
survey in some capacity, but only 160 people fully completed it. The questions were not
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required to be answered in order to move through the survey However, in SPSS, the
respondents were excluded on a question by question basis. Therefore, there were
different Ns for every question. However, the responses among the population were
consistent enough that including responses of those participants who did not complete the
entire survey did not skew the results of the survey. Nevertheless, it would have been
better to exclude incomplete surveys completely and only use the 160 completed ones as
the data set to be analyzed.
The two scenarios of burglary and embezzlement crimes were the primary focus
of the survey. It is possible that these two types of crimes are too neutral and comparable,
which could be why there was not much difference in the perceptions of those crimes.
Furthermore, only male criminals were used in the scenarios rather than including women
as a possible criminal as well. It is possible gender rather than race could have influenced
perceptions of crime seriousness and punishment.
Even with its limitations, this exploratory study could be used for future research.
Future studies could do use scenario-based questions for other types of crimes in order to
see if there is more variance in perceptions. Additionally, future studies could use a
different population of interest, to see whether race of the criminal and a variation of
demographic factors of the respondents influence perceptions and whether the
perceptions varied between types of crimes. This population could be another private,
Christian university, or any other community for that matter. Questions about the media
could be asked in order to unveil how the popular rhetoric of the media influences
people’s perceptions of crime. Furthermore, if the population of this study believes that
race of the criminal does not affect the punishment to be awarded, then maybe there
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should not be such a disproportional representation of minorities in the U.S. penal
system. There are many possible reasons why the practice and process of punishment of
criminals is different than the perception or intellectual knowledge of how it ought to be.
Thus, perceived effectiveness of the penal system could be investigated. This could
ultimately lead to discussions about implementation of and changes in policies that could
reduce the perception that white-collar crime is more acceptable to society than property
crime.
Overall, ACU students and faculty staff are informed and aware that there is a
difference in perception between white-collar and property crime, but they themselves do
not appear to be biased about crime seriousness or punishment. Furthermore, they do not
appear to be racially biased in that their responses were not affected by the race of the
criminal in the crime scenario. The results of this study are contrary to the initial
hypothesis, which casts a more positive light on the Abilene Christian University
community as not being overtly racist nor biased in perceiving a property crime versus a
white-collar crime.
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